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Abstract
The process of applying to graduate school involves many steps. Students who are considering
graduate school should plan ahead by asking several questions and gathering information. This
paper offers some guidelines and recommendations for applying to graduate school. Specifically,
this paper presents a series of questions that students should ask about attending graduate school.
The paper discusses the graduate school/program selection process and criteria. The paper gives
suggestions and hints for the application to graduate school, as well as attending graduate school.

The paper ends with some general advice on the graduate school experience.
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Applying to Graduate School
Introduction

Graduate study affords many career opportunities rarely available to individuals with a
baccalaureate degree. Certain careers require advanced study in order for an individual to get a
"foot in the door." While graduate school may not be for everyone, for others graduate school is
the logical continuation of an educational experience which will prepare them for their life's
work. It is about this life's work that the individual who is considering graduate school should
ask him or herself, "why attend graduate school"?

This question should prompt a careful and critical analysis of the motivation for attending
graduate school. Possible motives could be: (a) to advance a career, (b) to become a teacher/
professor, (c) to avoid joining the "real" world, or (d) because there is "nothing better to do."
While the first two possible motives are legitimate, the second two, though often cited,
demonstrate unclear direction for a vocation. It may not be to a student's advantage to apply to or
attend graduate school without clear direction for a vocation. In fact, many graduate programs
screen applicants for "fit" between the goals of the program and the applicant's career goals.

Your career goals should be the major consideration when applying to graduate school.
You should ask yourself, "What kind of career am I seeking?" Graduate school offers advanced
training in professional, academic, and artistic pursuits. Professional pursuits could include
medical, law or business schools. Professional graduate programs also include service careers
such as counseling, social work, physical or rehabilitative therapy and other careers which
require advanced training to obtain licensure for practice. The decision to apply to professional

graduate programs are determined by the requirements of these types of career pursuits.
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Other types of career pursuits, such as educational or academic vocations, require
advanced degrees as legitimate proof of ability. Primary and secondary education requires,
minimally, a baccalaureate degree in education and the discipline in which you intend to teach.
To teach in a post-secondary education environment, a master's degree is the minimum. Most
community colleges will hire teachers with a master's degree, although advancement in pay scale
may be dependent upon credit hours completed beyond the master's degree. Many community
colleges, on the other hand, are reluctant to hire an individual with a doctorate degree due to a
perceived difficulty in retention and the cost of the hire. Colleges and universities, almost
invariably, require a doctoral degree for hire at the entry-level assistant professor position.
Although some colleges and universities will hire individuals with a master's degree only, these
positions are typically lectureships and instructorships on term contract without the possibility of
permanent status.

Many students in the arts also choose graduate school to obtain advanced degrees. Most
careers in the arts do not require advanced degrees, with the exception of teaching. However,
graduate level training in the arts allows artists to further hone their skills with the guidance of
mentors. Whether an artist, scholar, academic or professional, advanced training through a
graduate program may afford you an opportunity to explore talents and self-actualize in ways not
available to students at the undergraduate level.

Selecting and Applying to a Graduate School

Once you decide that graduate school is for you, the next question should be, "how do I
select a graduate school?" Like choosing an undergraduate institution, many criteria affect the
best choice for a graduate school. The first step, therefore, in selecting a graduate school is

specifying the appropriate selection criteria. Many of these selection criteria, such as program
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availability in a particular discipline of study, are similar for both undergraduate and graduate
studies. However, although the discipline of study may be an important criterion among many
others for selecting an undergraduate school, the discipline of study and the reputation of a
program in that discipline should be the primary criteria in the selection of a graduate program.
Also, whereas the reputation of a university may be a deciding factor for undergraduate program
selection, this criterion is of less importance in selecting a graduate school. It is important to
point out that a graduate school may have many quality graduate programs. The quality and
reputation of a particular graduate program in your discipline of study is more important than the
reputation of the graduate school or university in general.

The decision regarding which graduate program and school to apply to, therefore, follows
the decision of career path and discipline of study. As in choosing a career path, you should
determine what you most enjoy doing. To accomi)lish this, visualize your vocation/career path
for the long term. Once you have made that determination, investigate the means to that goal. If
that goal requires advanced study in a particular discipline, then investigate the graduate
programs in that discipline.

Tactics for investigating programs involve networking. First, talk to faculty and graduate
students at your school and ask for advice about graduate programs in the discipline. Often,
faculty and graduate students have experience in the discipline and may know which programs
are highly regarded. It is important to talk to as many people you trust about the best program for
you. Be aware that faculty at your undergraduate institution may be motivated to persuade you to
join their program. Faculty advice should be weighed against your need; and what is best for

you. Sometimes the program where you received your undergraduate degree may not be the best
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match for your needs. For this reason, it is important to also talk to graduate students in that
program.

Another tactic is to contact professional associations in the discipline for information
about graduate programs. Professional associations often carry lists of programs in the discipline,
and these lists may rank programs according to specific criteria. Be aware that like faculty at a
particular school, professional associations may have political motivations for promoting
particular programs through their lists. Therefore, it is important to follow up your invéstigation
into graciuate programs with one on one interaction. Investigate the faculty in different prog'rams.
Check into the specialties and subspecialties of faculty in those programs. Ask yourself if the
faculty in a program are interested in the same topics for research and study that you are.

A third tactic for your investigation includes attending discipline specific professional
conventions and conferences, and networking with faculty and graduate students from other
schools during these conferences. At many professional conventions, schools recruit both
students and faculty. Recruitment may occur in formal or informal settings: attend both. At
informal gatherings, talk to as many faculty and graduates students as possible. These meetings,
as well as the convention itself, can give you a very good sense of the program and discipline in
general.

Following your investigation, develop a list of ten schools that you are interested in
attending. Inquire at those schools about entrance and other requirements. Remember that many
schools have general requirements for graduate school application and specific requirements for
colleges, departments or programs. The specific program requirements may and often do
supersede the graduate school requirements. For example, a graduate school may require a

minimum cumulative GRE score for math and verbal of 1000, or and undergraduate cumulative
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GPA of 3.00, whereas the particular program may require a GRE of 1250 and a GPA of 3.25.
Also, although the you may meet stated minimum requirements, the actual requirements may
differ for highly competitive programs. A highly ranked program may have to select among a
group of students with a cumulative GPA of 3.8 or higher due to the number of students applying
for admission.

Other issues should be considered when selecting a school and program. For example,
does the program offer both master's and doctoral degrees? This may be important if the career
path you choose requires work beyond the master's degree. There are many excellent master's
only programs, and since moving from master's level to the doctoral level within the same
program is not necessary and often not the best choice, applying to a master's only program
might be advantageous. If both degrees are not offered, you may want to ask what are the paths
for further study and advancement beyond the program? What connections does the program to
which you are applying have with other allied programs within the same university? If your
intention is to obtain both a master's and doctorate degree at the same institution, then applying
to a program which offers both degrees will be a necessity. Furthermore, if your career path is
leading toward research, then the existence of a doctoral program may be necessary to obtain the
resources needed to adequately train in research and research methods.

Inquire about financial aid and assistance. Many graduate programs may assist students
by offering assistantships, fellowships or other scholarships. For students applying to graduate
school to pursue a teaching career, obtaining a teaching assistantship is the best option. This form
of financial assistance also supplies an apprenticeship into the profession of teaching. Many

schools that hire look favorably upon this type of job experience. Research assistantships and
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fellowships also have their advantages. You should consider your long term career goals when
examining these options.

The most common forms of financial assistance for graduate students are assistantships,
fellowships, scholarships and internships. In general, given that a graduate student in a particular
program will be better prepared to instruct on material germane to his or her area of study then
someone outside of the discipline, teaching and research assistantships are awarded by
departments and programs. These assistantships are awarded to meet the instructional or research
needs of a department and typically are cost effective measures. Graduate fellowships are
awarded by departments and schools based on merit, need or other criteria. Administrative
assistantships and internships are more generally awarded to graduate students to meet the
service needs of the university. Each of these forms of assisténce for the student also provide
necessary professional development and training which is integral to the student's apprenticeship
into a discipline, as well as to the educational miésion of the university.

Financial aid is also related to the cost of living in the area. Universities located in urban
centers typically have a higher cost of living. Ask yourself if the financial aid package, including
assistantship, cover the cost of living, or will you also have to take out a student loan? Likewise,
dqes the assistantship or fellowship come with a tuition waiver, or do you have to calculate your
cost of living to include the cost.of tuition and fees? Remember that the cost of living includes
not only room and board, but also transportation and other costs. There may be ways to reduce
your cost of living by selecting a smaller apartment, or having roommates. Graduate study
requires more quiet time and space. You should consider whether the cost of living is within your
means while affording you the needs you may have for the graduate school experience to be

successful.
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One such need is your relative comfort with the area environment (natural, social, and
departmental). Comfort ih all three of these types of environments is important and should not be
overlooked. Regarding the natural environment, is the location of the school and possible living
space safe? Does the natural environment afford you opportunities to recreate? The stress of
school requires that students have opportunities to participate in non-school related activities,
such as hobbies. Inquire whether the school offers opportunities for extra-curricular activities.

These opportunities for extra-curricular activities are important for many to stay
physically and emotionally healthy. A comfortable and safe natural and social environment is
important to achieve those health goals. Does the social environment afford you opportunities to
network and make personal contacts? Despite these opportunities, most of your time will be
spent interacting within a department with faculty and other students. More important than the
natural and social environment, therefore, is the professional climate of the department. This
aspect should not be overlooked. Although a graduate program may look good in terms of
courses offered and other criteria, many students may experience a "culture shock" when they are
exposed for the first time to the culture of a department. Questions about departmental
interaction such as, "Are people kind to each other?" should not be taken for granted.

Academia is a very political place. Faculty egos can and sometimes do get in the way of
effective interpersonal interaction. In competitive graduate programs, graduate student egos can
also create interactional problems. Unfortunately, most graduate students are not immune to the
political maneuverings of their mentors, and sometimes graduate students can be caught in the
middle of a conflict which they had no part in creating. Your assessment of departmental climate
can be made by talking with as many people as possible, both faculty and graduate students, both

inside and outside the department, as well as any recent alumni.
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To make your final assessment about a program, you should ask yourself if the program
contact answered your questions adequately. If you have doubts about a ﬁrogram, then that
program is likely not the best for you. Based upon the information collected from your inquiries,
select the top three programs of choice. Selecting three schools is optimal. Admission to graduate
school is often competitive, and applying to less than three may mean you do not get selected at
all. Any more than three to five schools, and the choice of which school to attend may be
agonizingly difficult. Therefore, choose carefully and focus on meeting the entrance
requirements of those three schools.

Once you have selected the schools to which you wish to apply, it is time to begin the
actual application process. Most graduate schools and prograﬁs require a series of documents for
application. Start collecting these documents in plenty of time to meet any application deadlines.
Documents for entrance requirements, in general, include: (a) graduate entrance exams, (b)
academic and financial aid transcripts, (c) letters of recommendation, (d) a letter of application,
(e) application forms, (f) proof of citizenship or visa status, (g) meciical records and proof of
immunization, and other documents.

Graduate entrance exams could include one of the following: GRE, GRE Special, LSAT,
GMAT, Miller Analogies. The general GRE has three parts: (a) language, (b) mathematics, and
(c) analytic skills. Most schools that require GRE scores combine the language and mathematics
scores with a minimum combined score of 1000 required for entrance. However, the GRE score
is weighed against other entrance requirements. The school and program should specify which
entrance exams they require. These tests are used by graduate programs and schools to determine
an applicant's potential for success. The tests are usually offered once in the fall, spring and

summer. The exam should be taken two semesters prior to planned enrollment, not including
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summer term. The results of the exam should be sent directly to each of the three schools
selected.

Schools and programs also require undergraduate academic transcripts. In general, a
minimum cumulative GPA of 3.00 (on a four point scale), is required for entrance into graduate
programs. Transcripts should be sent directly to the three schools. Once accepted into a program,
the school will expect a final transcript demonstrating a completed degree. As well as academic
franscripts, most schools require financial aid transcripts from all schools previously attended.
These transcripts are needed to determine eligibility for financial aid, such as graduate
assistantships, and not supplying these transcripts can hold up admittance into a graduate school.

Most programs also require three letters from former professors who can attest to your
abilities to succeed in graduate school. If you intend to apply to graduate school, it is important
to develop a rapport with faculty and to demonstrate abilities. The most effective means for
developing such rapport is to ask questions and interact in the classroom and to seek out the
faculty member to discuss topics relevant to your course of study outside of class. Most faculty
are interested in your success and are willing to assist you, particularly when you show initiative.
Some programs may require a reference list in lieu of letters of recommendation. Before doing
s0, be sure to ask for permission to include a faculty member on a list of references.

Additionally, most programs and schools require a letter of application. This is your
opportunity to discuss your intentions and aspirations. For your letter of application to the
program discuss academic and career goals, areas of study interest, and accomplishments that are
related to success in an educational institution. Occasionally a separate letter is required to the
graduate school. You may include with the letter of application an educational resume (a

curriculum vitae), which is sometimes required. The vita should include degrees held, courses
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taught, accomplishments such as papers présented or published (only papers of an academic
nature), academic awards or honors, as well as committee or organizational activities related to
your studies. Just as you market yourself for a job, application to a graduate program is an
exercise in self-promotion.

In most cases, there are several other entrance requirements. The most basic requirement
is a completed application form. Typically, you must submit the application form with a
non-refundable application fee of (generally) twenty-five dollars. Each of these documents have
deadlines associated with them. Generally, program departments accept application materials no
later than March 1 for the following fall semester, while graduate schools may accept
applications no later than ninety days prior to attendance. These deadlines vary greatly from
school to school and program to program, and most programs consider it your responsibility to
meet these deadlines: no excuses.

If you do not meet one or more of the requirements, you may be admitted to a graduate
program or school provisionally, under probation, or as a non-matriculating student. Provisional
admittance may occur when an applicant is unable to supply all of the required documents prior
to registration. Probationary admittance may occur when an applicant does not meet one or more
requirements but demonstrates potential for success. It is possible to be admitted to a graduate
school while not being admitted to a graduate program at that school. In those cases, a student
may be admitted as a non-matriculating graduate student (McMullen, 1988; SIUC, 1991). For
each of these exceptions, there are limits to the amount of time a student can remain in that
status.

Attending Graduate School

feomd
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Once you are accepted into a program, there are a number of requirements that must be
met to earn a degree and graduate. Although these requirements become part of your educational
contract once you choose and are admitted into a program, it is beneficial to know what the
requirements are prior to applying to a program. Programs do differ in degree requirements,
although requirements are typical by discipline. In general, there are four types of advanced
degrees: (a) master's, (b) specialist, (c) professional, such as law or medical, and (d) doctoral.
Each of these types have the same type of requirements. For purposes of simplicity, the
following discussion will cover general requirements for master's and doctoral degrees.

The first general requirement for graduation is number of credit hours passed. For a
master's degree, thirty hours of coursework plus six hours for thesis, or thirty-six hours in
non-thesis programs are required for graduation. Of those credit hours, a minimum of fifteen
hours (not including thesis) must be at the graduate level, the rest can be at the senior
undergraduate level provided they are approved for graduate level. For the doctorate, such as the
Ph.D., fifty-two to sixty credit hours beyond the master's degree plus twenty-four hours for
dissertation are required.

Simply passing courses, however, is not sufficient for academic progress. Often, grades
below a "C" are not accepted for calculating credit hours passed, although they are used for
calculating GPA. There are also lower limits to the cumulative GPA a graduate student must
achieve to be in good standing. Generally, the minimum cumulative GPA needed to progress is
3.00 to 3.25. For example, at Southern Illinois University at Carbondale, any student who falls
below a GPA of 3.00 for any semester will be placed on academic probation, and any student
who does not meet that requirement for two consecutive semesters will be suspended (SIUC,

1991).
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Once a student has completed coursework, the student must pass one or more exams.
Most master's programs require comprehensive exams following coursework and may require an
oral defense of thesis. These comprehensive exams usually test the student over mastery of all
material covered in their coursework. Doctoral programs require similar comprehensive exams
following coursework. However, these exams may require advancement of knowledge beyond
what the student covered in coursework, and may lead toward the dissertation topic. These
doctoral exams are often referred to as preliminary exams because they are a requirement to
advance to candidacy. Once a doctoral candidate, there are five years to complete the
dissertation.

One major difference between undergraduate and graduate study is the requirement of
demonstrated original research. This demonstration is conducted through the completion and
successful defense of a research project, thesis or dissertation. The master's thesis demonstrates
an ability to conduct research with the direction of a faculty member, are typically comprised of
five chapters and average in length between 75 to 150 pages, depending on the discipline and
requirements of the study. Doctoral dissertations demonstrate an ability to conduct original
research, are typically comprised of five chapters and average in length between 100 to 600
pages. Typically, once a student completes the thesis or dissertation, she or he has .to defend it
before a panel of experts comprised of faculty from the student's department with at least one
faculty member from another department.

Only after completing all of these requirements is the student eligible to graduate. The
graduate school may have requirements for graduation such as meeting certain formatting criteria
for the research report, thesis or dissertation, supplying a copy of the report to the graduate

school, filling out forms and paying a fee. Many schools also require continuing enrollment
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between the time the student advances to candidacy and all requirements have been met. It is
expected that the student at this level will take initiative to succeed. However, schools try to

assist the student through the process by supplying materials and offering assistance of differing

types to navigate all of the requirements.

Information regarding these requirements and forms of assistance for graduate study (as
well as information for application) is available through many organizations and documents.
Specific locations for this information can be obtained by reading the graduate catalog or bulletin
for the school. Deadlines are often specified in the catalog or in the graduate school calendar. As
well, many departments publish a departmental bulletin or handbook of guidelines for graduate
students in their programs. Once you are admitted to a program, you should obtain your own
copies of these documents. Students are required to abide by the policies specified in the bulletin
for the period of time in which they first enroll. If you are investigating programs to which you
wish to apply, these catalogs and bulletins are usually available in the reference or education
section of the academic library, and in some cases are available through the World Wide Web.

General Advice

Graduate study "differs appreciably” from undergraduate study (McMullen, 1988).
Therefore, it is important to consider all aspects of graduate education when contemplating
attending graduate school. Below are several issues for prospective graduate students to consider.
Depending on your career goals, the choices you make for the school or schools you attend can
impact your future career.

For future academicians, it is generally preferable to have baccalaureate, masters, and
doctorate degrees from different schools. There are several reasons for this. First, universities

tend to prefer to hire individuals with a broad background of experiences. This background is
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enhanced with experiences at different schools. Furthermore, obtaining all three degrees from the
same institution is not always attractive to potential employers. Obtaining all three degrees from
the same institution, particularly if those degrees are in the same discipline, limits the student's
exposure to competing theories which may have not been taught at one school. Whereas,
obtaining degrees from different institutions potentially exposes the student to different
perspectives within a discipline.

Many schools frown upon hiring a student from within their program for permanent
faculty status. Although hires do often occur, particularly for temporary positions, permanent
hires are less likely to occur due to a concern over academic in-breeding. Academic in-breeding
occurs when a lack of exposure to competing theories occurs within a department. When a
department hires from among its own students, there exists less chance of scholarly dialogue
involving perspectives different from those faculty already within the department. This problem
is exacerbated when a graduate has been hired that has all three degrees from the same
institution. Sometimes hires do occur from among graduates, but often these hires occur after the
alumnus has had experience teaching at other institutions.

Academic jobs most often require a Ph.D. degree. Although some four-year teaching
institutions will hire individuals with a master's degree, job advancement beyond lecturer or
assistant professor to associate or full professor is not likely without the terminal degree.
Community colleges and technical or trade schools will most often hire individuals without the
terminal Ph.D. degree, although pay increases with advanced training. However, Community
colleges will often not hire an individual with a Ph.D. because with the cost associated with

attracting Ph.D.'s.
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This leads to another point: unless the profession of choice specifically requires an
advanced degree, do not attend graduate school. Having an advanced degree does not
automatically translate into more job prospects and higher pay. Often, persons with advanced
degrees will be overlooked because they are viewed as over-qualified or too expensive to hire. In
this sense it is very important to match the career of choice with the degree sought. Very few
jobs outside of academia require or desire a Ph.D. The only notable exceptions to this rule or
those jobs that require a senior researcher, such as in the chemical industry. Even in the chemical
industry, however, most hires are for chemical engineers with a baccalaureate or perhaps a
master's degree. Furthermore, most graduate students accumulate considerable student loan and
other debt. The potential for debt accumulation demonstrates understanding the importance of an
advanced degree to your career path.

In general, the work-load of graduate school is considerably more intense than
undergraduate school. At the undergraduate level, a student may be exposed to research and may
assist or even conduct minor research projects. However, most textbooks geared toward
undergfaduate level classes report on the findings of research in more or less synthesized terms.
At the master's level, training begins on the conducting of research with the thesis culminating
the apprenticeship of research. At the doctoral level the expectations increase to that of the
student conducting major, original research projects as a matter of course. Consequently, most of
the graduate student's time is spent doing projects for class. Consider nine to twelve credit hours
plus assistantship requirements as a full-time job. Recreation has its place as its intended
purpose: to re-create the body and mind after the rigors of study. Extra-curricular activities
should be considered after meeting the requirements of study, and then they should be geared

specifically for professional advancement. That is, the extra-curricular activities you choose to
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engage in should be related to your future career. This is especially true for individuals who
choose to enter academia. Do not allow your hobbies to get in the way of your work.

This brings me to my final point: complete the degree in the first attempt, it is much more
difficult to get accepted into a graduate program if the first attempt failed. Acceptance into
graduate school is predicated on the faculty's belief in your success. If a faculty has reason to
believe you will not succeed, despite your GRE scores or a well written letter of application, they
will not likely give you a chance. A faculty member's reputation is based on the success of his or
her graduate students, particularly if those graduate students continue into academic jobs. That
reputation is analogous to the pride of raising offspring. All this means is: if you intend to attend
and succeed in graduate school, take it seriously.

Conclusion

Graduate school can be a very rewarding experience. It can also be very trying and the
most difficult of your educational experiences. To be successful requires critical forethought. By
the time you choose to attend graduate school, you should know what career path you wish to
take. Although you may change your career several times in your life, it is your graduate study

which will most inform the direction your career path takes you.
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